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“How can we make the sorted-out city whole again?” 


“Change requires a lot of heat. It requires both the alchemist and the welder, the magician and the laborer, 
the witch and the warrior, the myth-smasher and the myth-maker. 
Hand in Hand, we brew and forge a revolution.’ 


PROBLEM STATEMENT 
A PERIOD OF DEEP TRANSITIONS: CALLING ON THE CITY’S URBAN ALCHEMISTS 


New York City is experiencing a poignant period of deep transitions. As the city emerges from the darkest 
periods of the coronavirus pandemic, the painful scars and gaping wounds of people and places lost are 
unavoidable. These fractures build upon the layers of tears and wounds formed throughout the brimming 
life of this city, laying bare a multiplicity of truths New Yorkers experience here: the City as a public 
institution has not provided an abundant path for each New Yorker. These are seen in deficient investments 
in affordable housing stock; attuned workforce development; infrastructure and open space to protect from 
climate shocks and stressors; accessible transportation and mobility; and community safety and health, 
among others, that should ensure all are cared for with dignity and are invested in to reach their fullest 
potentials in New York City. This capstone (also referred to as a Demonstration of Professional 
Competence) roots itself in this multiplicity. And seeks to better understand how the orbit of offices, 
agencies, and elected offices that make up the public’s robust planning and development institutions can 
more ambitiously care for people, places, and spaces to navigate and emerge from inevitable periods of 
transitions and uncertainty. 


New York City’s public institutions have not hesitated to attempt to address these fractures and guide the 
city through the many periods of transitions this city has fought through to see another day, from economic 
downturns to super storms. Most recently, the City Council’s Office of the Speaker released a proposal for a 
long term comprehensive planning cycle, entitled “Planning Together,’ released in December 2020. The 
addition of this new planning approach would seek to “encourage equitable, just, sustainable growth by 
meaningfully connecting the City’s budget, land use, and strategic planning processes to build a proactive 
vision for the future of New York City” (Office of Speaker Corey Johnson, 2020, p. 11). The proposal is welcomed in 
acknowledging the fragmented planning path the City’s planning and development institution has been 
investing in for over a century, calling attention to how this path of least resistance has undermined the 
City’s ability to equitably distribute resources and to treat all communities justly. That said, the proposal 
repeats a dangerous omission by neglecting to define what would be so “meaningful” about the broad 
stroke connections the proposed ten-year comprehensive planning cycle would activate to build a 
collective proactive vision.’ 


The adjective meaningful in this planning context should convey a sense that the connections being made 
are with dual intention of: (a) disrupting the systemic, institutional, and procedural elements laden in unjust 
planning approaches, and (b) actively and collectively seeking pathways to understand and act upon 
fractures resulting from undermining institutional relations (both internally and externally). Through this 


'Such as within and amongst the proposed steering committee, a revamped Mayor’s Office of Long Term Planning and Sustainability, the 
City Council, and an underspecified, continuous public process to inform the elements in the comprehensive plan in partnership with 
Community Boards and Borough Offices. 


capstone’s proactive approach to critiquing and reimagining the system and its tools that incubate and steer 
City’s planning processes, the City institution at-large, and the people driving and enabling its unhealthy 
culture, can be held accountable for the sorting and unsorting of harms and wrongs perpetrated. As the 
author and performer Alok Vaid-Menon has raised, “holding people to account is the act of healing,’ through 
which there is less investment on ego, “less about maintenance of a person that is right,” and more about 
collectively opening the “aperture of possibility” for what we imagine “more expansively, more justly” for 
New York City (Vaid-Menon, 2021). 


Sowing the seeds of sucha transformative change is no small feat, especially given how the United State’s 
planning and development approaches are poisoned from the core by what Professor George Lipsitz calls 
our country’s “possessive investment in whiteness”’, riddled with violent wrongs? and enabled harms? (Dr. 
Cornel West, Tricia Rose, and Lipsitz, 2020). This possessive investment is reflected in, as social psychiatrist Dr. 
Mindy Fullilove has recounted, national policies that have “undermined our cities, have been specifically 
directed at destroying our cities via the route of destroying poor, minority, and working-class communities 
and in the process of destroying these neighborhoods, they have destroyed the [dense web of] social 
networks” on which rests the foundation of health for all in the city (Mindy Fullilove: Disaster in the Context of 
Unmitigated Disaster, 2013). The incumbent planning and development process that orchestrates these layers of 
fractures (illustrated in GRAPHIC ONE below) Dr. Fullilove offers as the “sorting-out of the city’: 
An indefinite process of “relocat[ing] people into areas that become increasingly distinct from one 
another as the sorting continues,’ resulting in feelings of disconnection and separation experienced 
through “the physical, social, and ideological distance between different groups of people, and the 
creation of certain spaces where wealth and resources congregate and other spaces where 
poverty and disadvantaged accumulate” (Eng-Wong et al., 2013, p. 5). 


? In conversation with scholars Doctor Cornel West and Professor Tricia Rose, George Lipstiz describes how the whiteness being invested 
in “does not mean pigmentation, it means a structured advantage and a mean sadism in search of a story, ameanness looking for a place to 
land that poisons all aspects of our lives” (Dr Cornel West, Tricia Rose, and Lipsitz, 2020). 

3 "A wrong is a harm that falls outside the norms and values of the political community. Via the formulation here, harms may be carried out in 
an action still acceptable or even desirable for overall well-being, so long as the use of coercion falls within the rule of law and social 
consensus regarding the reasonable level of coercion. Not all harms are wrongs, but all wrongs embody harms in some way" (Schweitzer, 
2016, p. 132). 

*"Harms come, at least in part, through political conflicts in planning that result from public institutions using the coercive power of the 
state to make and act on plans" (Schweitzer, 2016, p. 131). 
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GRAPHIC ONE: 
Serial forced displacement graphic illustrates the forces undermining the place-based stability of minority communities, names 


the policies that have driven displacement, and shows the ever-increasing, ever-layering fracturing of social relationships as one 


policy follows another. 
(Artist: Aubrey Murdock. From the film: The Domino Effect, 2015) 


During the sorting-out of New York City, planners and developers in and associated with public institutions 
have enabled harms. Such as the deindustrialization of historically working-class neighborhoods along 
Brooklyn waterways and the overburdening of polluting infrastructure in communities that are 
disproportionately made up of working-class, Black and brown populations (New York City Environmental Justice 
Alliance et al., 2017). Planning and development, including subsequent management practices, have also 
facilitated violent wrongs, like the over (militarized) policing of our public spaces specifically on communities 
that identify as Black, brown, and Trans (Make The Road New York, n.d.; The New York State Senate, 2021); the increasing 
deaths, disproportionality of our city’s Black elders, from heat wave effects in communities lacking cooling 
centers and green spaces (Olumhense and Michel, 2020; Madrigano et al. 2015); and life threatening health risks from 
a concentration of polluting vehicular traffic and infrastructure in largely non-white, low-income 
communities (New York City Environmental Justice Alliance et al., 2018, p. 21). During the coronavirus pandemic, we are 
seeing how devastatingly fatal the combination of these harms and wrongs seething from over a century of 
layers of fractures are for our city (Maciolek, 2020; Lerner, 2020). Put simply, the story of how New York has been 
sorted out is one of placing “markets and efficiency over justice, relationships, and dialogue” (Schweitzer, 
2016, p. 131). 


Make no confusion with the example initiative used here, | believe that a comprehensive planning cycle 
could be one of what human ecologists Rodrick Wallace and Deborah Wallace call “magic strategies” to 
restore the full health of New York City. Like the Office of the Speaker’s framework for an inclusive and 
transformative long term city-wide planning cycle suggests, “magic strategies are multi-system, multi-scale 
interventions that address the large-scale social inequalities and injustices, are sensitive to local culture, 
and include the voices of all the people” (Fullilove, Kaufman, and Murdock, 2017). These strategies are structured on 
recognizing three factors influencing the city’s health: “person, environment, and causative agent”, 
understanding that “the problem has roots in all three and that changing one is not enough’ (ibid.). What | 
reckon is more difficult to hold accountable within the public institution, for White planners in particular, is 
the “causative agent” factor. Due to the possessive investment in whiteness, our subsequent miseducation 
has allowed us to ignore the inherent contradiction in the utilitarian rationale used to justify the City’s 
institutional planning and development actions (Schweitzer, 2016). A rationale that determines prescribed 
actions are justified on the basis of well-being; however that wellbeing was conceived around a “single public 
good” and in the name of a “single interest” that does not exist, resulting in well intentioned actions layering 
harm on particular communities over generations (ibid., p. 132). This is, in part, the intentional practice of 
undoing the “madness of the sorted-out city” that the proposed comprehensive planning cycle must brew 
an institutional-wide and field-specific set of processes for (Fullilove, 2013). The City should make intentional 
investments in deep learning and undoing infrastructure that guides public practitioners into the shadows 
of the possessive investment in whiteness to bring to light how the City deliberately allowed certain 
neighborhoods fester in the layers of fractures from the sorting-out of the city and to embark on an 
ambitious path of realigning and reimagining our shared future (Mindy Fullilove: Disaster in the Context of Unmitigated 
Disaster, 2013). 


This action is critical for meeting a vision of ajust future where resources are distributed equitably, 
disparities are rectified, and access to opportunities are abundant for all New Yorkers. We ought to 
remember that “whether resources do, or not not, flow to communities is a direct product of both 
individual and institutional power” (Sisk et al., 2020). Practitioners from planning and engineering to public 
health professions, particuarly people who do not identify as White and cis-male and who do not conform to 
the heternormative regime,” have cautioned how “even with best intentions, data-driven interventions, and 
evidence-based improvements, we will inadvertently perpetuate inequities and widen disparities if we are 
not conscious of our own power and the power structures within which we work’ (Sisk et al., 2020). Therefore, 
if the City's comprehensive plan cycle is intended to put its presented values and transformative vision into 
meaningful action, it is imperative that practitioners within public institutions share a willingness that the 
City will actively nurture to understand how the incumbent structure we are operating in is a “rigged game”, 
one where, Professor Lipsitz describes, “one party to this relationship has the power of benign 
condescension, and pity and sympathy, and the other person is scrambling for rights, recognition, and 
resources” (Dr. Cornel West, Tricia Rose, and Lipsitz, 2020). We, planning practitioners who intend to or already serve 
in public institutions, must reckon with the power‘ and prejudice’ that visibly and invisibly structures our set 
of best practices, shapes our roles and relations, prescribes our intentions and priorities, and seeks to 
restrict our thoughts and actions to a single White spatial imaginary that unleashes what Professor Rob 
Nixon calls a “slow violence”® As Professor Lipsitz encourages, we must take on this undoing “without sugar’ 


? 


° Heteronormative expressions are patriarchical constructions of a sex/gender binary (man/woman; male/female) that Western culture is 
predicated on (Hammers, 2010). 

© “Power is defined as the ability to direct laws, policies, and investment that shape people’s lives” (Sisk et al., 2020). 

’ The Safehouse Progressive Alliance for Nonviolence (SPAN) Anti-Racism Education Tools for Liberation Packet defines prejudice as “a 
preconceived belief usually based on limited information” (2005, p. 7). 

® As summarized by Professor Lipsitz as a violence such as “housing insecurity, any insecurity of hunger; the slow violence of second [rate] 
education, transit racism and social isolation, interpersonal demeaning acts” and the like (Dr Cornel West, Tricia Rose, and Lipsitz, 2020). 


and with an abundant outlook of what could be if we act collectively (Dr. Cornel West, Tricia Rose, and Lipsitz, 2020). 
By developing emerging structures to effectively organize a deep investment in undoing within the 
incumbent public (City) institution, urban alchemists can support the collaborative effort of developing a 
transformed shared language of relating and living, aligning resources and structural elements, and brewing 
new practices to reimagine how we can build our futures (Loorbach et al., 2020). This act of dismantling and 
reimagining the dominant system where public institutions have “ritualized freedom with pre-set options’, 
the author Alok Vaid-Menon reminds us, is what will define how “ambitious” New York City wants to be 
about its future (Vaid-Menon, 2021). Leaning on Alok Vaid-Menon’s guidance, being ambitious in our City will 
not come from us continuing to speak the same polaritic and dichotomous language the possessive 
investment in whiteness has restricted us with, rather ambition needs us to invent a new language “of 
relating, ... of speaking, ... of loving, ... of looking”, anew way of “holding simultaneously”, of “recognizing the 
multiplicity of truth” (ibid.). 


LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE URBAN ALCHEMIST 
A PLACE-BASED PROCESS OF UNPUZZLING THE TREASURE MAP 


Putting ourselves in conversation with Dr. Fullilove’s question for the urban alchemist, public practitioners, 
“how can we make the sorted-out city whole again?” (2013, p. 34). Dr. Fullilove heeds urban alchemy’s ability 
to take on a “broad array of methods - experimental, spiritual, and philosophical - and arrives at hitherto 
unimagined answers and powerful results. Like alchemy, urban alchemy is a search for rules. This search for 
rules is a place of intervention and exploration necessary to power through transformation" (ibid.). In thinking 
about the roles required to conjure the heat to enact change, we can consider public practitioners 
involved in transformative planning to be considered urban alchemists. 


Inviting in more perspectives of place-based, therapeutic, transitions management, and dignity-led planning 
practitioners, it is understood that the path urban alchemists forge through undoing our sorted-city is one 
guided by learning-by-doing, inspired by enlarging our frame of what is possible and what can be realized 
when we reimagine collectively (Schweitzer, 2016; Loorbach et al., 2020; Rosen and Painter, 2019; Kudo et al., 2019; Porst and 
Sakadapolrak, 2017; Gordon, 2018). The emerging effect of such an approach is supportive to the soul-craft? 
required by urban alchemists in public institutions to nurture in order to effectively consider how our 
planning practices can restore relationships after they have done harm to communities (Schweiter, 2016, p. 130). 
Certainly, as Professor Lipsitz minds, mistakes will be made and criticisms delivered, however one thing is 
for certain, to be an urban alchemist one cannot go “shirking out of embarrassment or fear of the 
enormous obligations" (Dr. Cornel West, Tricia Rose, and Lipsitz, 2020). The ability for the comprehensive planning 
process as a tool to encourage equitable, sustainable, and just futures is dependent upon public 
practitioners’ “ability to translate, adapt, empower, inspire, connect and strategize" (Loorbach et al., 2020, p. 256; 
Bergek et al., 2008). This will require urban alchemists within the public institution to be able to navigate the 
paradoxical and dialectic confrontations within the existing system, being able to translate comprehensive 
planning’s innovative elements to the mainstream context while also being able to anchor on to the radical 
core of a purposive transformation (Avelino and Wittmayer, 2019, p. 6; Petrescu et al., 2016). Comfort in the complex, 
constantly transforming iterative qualities of urban alchemy is in knowing that this path to restoration can 
develop despite unfavourable power dynamics from dominant institutional ideologies and current 
extractive economic and socio-technical systems (Avelino et al., 2019b; Loorbach et al., 2020). More so, the path 


? Soul-craft here is related to public practitioners developing into alchemists, releasing ego and breaking free from the limitations of a 
miseducation rooted in the United State’s possessive investment in whiteness. Soul-craft is about maintaining practices that continuously 
nourish one's soul as both a person and a public practitioner with love, hope, dignity, and compassion to welcome oneself and the people 
one serves into the abundance of ambitious planning and development. See the findings section further below for example processes to house 
these important practices within and in partnership with the public (City) institution. 


requires all of us moving hand in hand to excavate “the past and the present and name where whiteness has 
shaped space, displaced memory and body, co-opted labor of the mind, erased struggling and meaning”, and 
in doing so, expand our frames to unclench us from the centrality of whiteness and offer ourselves open to 
the non-White, non-patriarchal, non-heternomarative spatial imaginaries and place attachments that also 
exist (Anna Livia Brand in Bates et al., 2018, p. 271). It is in this abundance that the urban alchemist can ambitiously 
unsort the city, bringing to full light the multiplicity of truths of place found in the city and holding them in 
harmony (Vaid-Menon, 2021). 


It is an active choice to embrace the full potentials of planning imagination through unsorting the harms and 
wrongs enabled by a singular, centralised planning imaginary. In choosing this path, it is imperative that 
practitioners in public institutions be able to engage with empathy in feelings of loss, grief, and 
dis-attachment from place and memory that stem from harms and wrongs, but can also arise even from 
desired change and “can be especially acute when the change is imposed via an external authority”, like the 
City institution (Sandercock, 2004; Schweitzer, 2016, p. 132). To build this capacity in public practitioners, Dr. Anna 
Livia Brand reminds us of our responsibility to understand the many expressions of belonging and 
dis-belonging, and encourages us to craft a new language to hold the multipicitly of belonging: “We have to 
question when words like blight, renewal, revitalization, redevelopmentand resilient surface to rid 
non-White bodies of their claims to space, history, labor, love, time, otherness, memory, and beauty" (Bates 
et al., 2018, p. 272). The path to restoration requires this conscious dialogue with the expressions of individual 
and collective memory”? and cultural trauma’? in order for the City institution to open a process of public 
learning that results in permanent shifts in values and institutional structures (Sandercock, 2004, p. 139). 


It is important to emphasize that the meaningfulness of preparing urban alchemists to engage in this 
collaborative un-sorting of the city requires credible commitment as determined by the people being 
served, otherwise “the timing and social import of healing actions can prove counterproductive” (Schweitzer, 
2016, p. 131). As the City institution has recognized,”” establishing credible commitment is not easy when trust 
has been fractured by the generations of harmful planning practices that uphold a possessive investment in 
whiteness, imploring credibility by indoctrinating a polartic spatial imaginary of belonging/disbelonging. To 
move ambitiously towards a path of restoration with credible commitment, it is essential that public 
practitioners maintain keen reflection on whose priorities drive the movement toward restoration of the 
political community in which planning might play a role. 


1° Collective Memory is understood here as “the way a group of people "remember" the past,” and “ is used as a cognitive map to orient 
people’s present behavior. Collective memory offers the opportunity to engage people's ideas, imaginings, and feelings about the past as a 
way of understanding how memory informs present actions and planning for the future” (Irwin-Zarecka, 1994 in Finney, 2004, p. 53). 

™ Cultural Trauma “refers to a "traumatic tear" that creates the need to "narrate new foundations," including reinterpreting and re-righting 
the past in order to reconcile present and future needs” (Eyereman 2001 in Finney, 2004, p. 53). 

” Recent examples (2020) include the Speaker’s “Planning Together” framework and Housing, Preservation and Development's “We We 
Live” report. 


GRAPHIC TWO: 
Quote from a participant at the Art and Cultural Visioning 
Session on June 23, 2015 as part of the Portland African 

American Leadership Forum (PAALF) People’s Plan. The 

participant emphasizes the importance of future-oriented 
discussions of places and environments to not negate the 
healing needed in order to vision in abundance. 
(The Portland African American Leadership Forum, 2017, p. 113) 


City-led planning and development initiatives 
must demonstrate credible commitment in how 
the institution is preparing its public practitioners 
to engage meaningfully in unsorting the city from 
an undermining, fragmented approach that has led 
to social disintegration and to move towards a city 
more aligned with values of just, equitable, and 
regenerative futures. Especially in considering 
how public practitioners will have a key role in (a) 
continuing to plan, implement and monitor 
projects and policies beyond, (b) maintaining 
collective engagement, and (c) upholding credible 
commitment to see through the visions expressed 
in planning and development initiatives. 
Understanding these dynamics, the City should 
bring forth a collective of urban alchemists in 
public planning and development institutions. This collective of urban alchemists could be considered as an 
anchoring archetype of a public institution ambitiously dedicated to committing to the path of thriving in 
multiplicity by unsorting the poison of our practices concocted by public institutions, and joining in brewing 
our city’s healing transformation. 


SETTING OUR FOUNDATION: GUIDING FRAMEWORKS 


The following sections in this capstone will seek to parse details of how this collective of urban alchemists 
would be in relation to proposed meaningful and transformative planning initiatives, such as those aspired 
to in “Planning Together” (Office of Speaker Corey Johnson, 2020). But first, in considering frameworks that could 
guide collective and individual reflection, realigning, and reimagining amongst practitioners in public 
institutions, the frameworks should seek to the enhancement of local capabilities and complement missing 
resources by forging place-based (not place-restricted) alignments in investments that strengthen the 
visioning, planning, and mutual action circulating in all communities in the city (Dubb, 2016; Baibarac and Petrescu, 
2019; Ley, 2019; Moragues-Faus and Sonnino, 2019, p. 18; Loorbach et al., 2020). Acknowledging these understandings, the 
quest I’m asking public practitioners join is one that should not be viewed as a “‘method’ to ‘steer’, ‘manage’, 
and/or ‘control’ major societal changes” (Nevens et al., 2013), rather the quest emphasizes learning-by-doing 
and co-creation of an emerging new language. | am envisioning a collective of urban alchemists in public 
institutions in preparation for and during proposed more comprehensive approaches to planning and 
development, such as the Office of the Speaker’s comprehensive planning cycle, as a place where the 
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